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0 System for measuring fracture stiffness. 



^0 This invention relates to a system for measuring fracture stiffness, which is indicative of fracture healing. It is 
^of particular application to fractures of the bones of limbs. The apparatus comprising a goniometer (10) which is 
^positionable to run substantially parallel to the long axis of the bone having the fracture and which has one end 
fs« connected with a first spacer (11), placed axially to one side of the fracture (8). and the other end connected with 
^a second spacer (11'). placed axially to another side of the fracture, and said apparatus including means (15, 16) 
^to measure the signal of the goniometer to obtain a measurement of angular deformation on the application of a 
^ load, said measurement being representative of fracture stiffness. 
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System for Measuring Fracture Stiffness 

This invention relates to a system for measuring fracture stiffness, which is indicative of fracture 
heaiing. The invention is particularly appllable to fractures of the bones of limbs. 

The chief function of the skeleton is to support, ie structual, and this function is lost when a bone fails 
by fracture. Fracture healing returns this function, and therefore a mechanical measure may be appro- 
5 priately employed to measure healing. The gradual change in tissue during heaiing can be characterised by 
its stiffness, changing from a Young's modulus of elasticity expressed as 0.005 Kp/mm2 for granulation 
tissue, as found in the new bone of a bridging callus, to 2000 Kp/mm2 for mature bone, representing a 
400,000-fold change. 

A fracture stiffness measurement as a functional measure of healing helps in two areas: comparisions 
10 betv/een patients, and monitoring progress of an individual patient The principle demands on the measuring 
system will be for accuracy of the stiffness measurement, to form a measure as a known, trusted and 
accurate standard or series of standards In the matter of comparison, and for precision of the stiffness 
measurement, to assess an individual patient's progress wherein the changes, especially on a day to day 
basis, may be very slight. 

?5 It is known that a fracture stiffness measurement is a good indicator for fracture healing and it is known 
that the degree of angular deflection of the healing tissue bridging the fracture is a good measurement of 
the stiffness, but conventional and previous methods and apparatus have been unsuccessful at producing 
an accurate, precise system of measurement particularly when the fracture is not subjected to invasive 
apparatus such as bone screws, and which system is also relatively painless and safe. 

20 Prior systems include the use of temporary percutanous bone screws inserted under anaesthesia, the 
movement of which under the application of a load is a measurement of fracture stiffness. This system is 
somewhat extreme and has the disadvantage of allowing little in the way of an assessment of the progress 
of healing, as patients do not tolerate frequently repeated measurements, 

A radiographic prior art method has high errors for the precise measurements required for individual 

25 patient progress and it can not be Improved by the simple procedure of repeating the tests as this would 
involve excessive exposure to X-rays. 

An inaccurate but simple method of measuring fracture stiffness is to use a dial gauge micrometer to 
determine the amount of bending during application of a fixed torque to patients with external fixation. As 
expected the deflection fell with increasing stiffness and, by calculation these measurements have been 

30 expressed as a stiffness to allow comparison for other workers. However, the difficulties of obtaining a 
precise and accurate reading from such micrometers are known and the system is also not applicable to 
non-invasive apparatus. 

Other system have used strain gauges bonded to a patient's fixator. Calculation of the fixator's stiffness 
is required to estimate the fracture stiffness. However these systems do have the advantage of repeatability 
35 and precision for an individual's progress. 

As abovementloned, there is a need for an objective stiffness measurement of reasonable accuracy to 
allow safer decisions as to when to remove fixators, external or invasive, and allow independent weight 
bearing. The commonest major complication, noted after use of certain prior art systems, is refracture after 
removal of the fixator or a significant loss of alignment, particularly in those limbs allowed free of support at 
40 a lower level of stiffness. Yet the fixators must not be in place too long, as this leads to further 
complications, such as stiffness of the joints. 

It is highly desirable, and not unreasonable to anticipate, the use in future of one standard measurement 
to calculate the safe levels to allow independent weight-bearing; if a patient were heavy, or a fracture 
angulated. then higher levels of stiffness might be appropriate, but for purposes of a comparative trial, or to 
45 allow, for instance, International comparisons, one level of healing stiffness is appropriate. 

Clearly also, another requirement of any fracture stiffness measurment apparatus is one that does not 
directly measure the strength of the bone (by weighting for example) as to do so would result in re- 
fracturing. 

It is an object of the present invention to obviate or mitigate the abovementloned disadvantages, 
so According to th present Invention there is provided apparatus for measuring fracture stiffness, said 
apparatus comprising a goniometer which is postionable to run substantially parallel to the long axis of the 
bone having the fracture and which has one end connected with a first spacer, placed axially to one side of 
the fracture, and the other end connected with a second spacer, placed axially to another side of the 
fracture, and said apparatus Including means to measure the signal of the goniometer to obtain a 
measurement of angular deformation on the application of a load, said measurement being representativ of 
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fracture stiffness. 

Preferably, the apparatus includes means to measure a load applied to one side of the fracture and 
calculating means to calculate angular deformation with reference to the load applied, which calculating 
means may be in the form of a computer. 
5 Preferably, the goniometer is an electrogoniometer. 

Preferably, there is a load cell placed distaily of the fracture and the load is applied proximally. The 
goniometer runs- parallel to the anterior aspect of the bone and the load Is applied at right angles to the long 
axis and on the anterior of the bone. As the bone is unsupported along much of its length, such that the pull 
of gravity and limb weight aids the load application, therefore the bones bends downwards at the fracture 
10 point. 

The spacers In the case of invasive fixators are in the form of arcuate clamp plates clampable to the 
invasive fixators, such as bone screws or bone pins, and of a form to position the goniometer substantially 
parallel to the anterior long axis of the bone, irrespective of the position of the fixators. These spacers bring 
the goniometer into the same vertical plane as the fracture and thus prevent errors due to rotation at the 
T5 fracture. 

The spacers in the case of non-Invasive fixators, are in the form of bridges moulded to fit the limb 
having the fractured bone. 

The bridges depend on good contact with the skin that overlies the generally anterior aspect of limb 
and employ a system of strapping having a three-point fixation including an elastic strap. A clamping 
20 system is used for fractures near the ankle. This clamp applies compression to the malleoli and thus 
achieves good stability. 

The bridges may be connected to a cast or stocking or brace to reduce the skin movement effect on 
the measurement. 

The means to measure the signal of the goniometer is connected with one spacer and includes an 
25 amplifier; said means may also be interconnected with said load measuring means and said calculating 
means. 

Preferably, there are included means for to compare the measurement with a reference measurement, 
either a reference measurement of the same fracture at an earlier date or measurement of the stiffness of 
the intact limb. 

30 Preferably, there are means to record the reference measurement particularly the reference measure- 
ment from apparatus applied to an invasive fixator system, and means to objectively compare such a 
measurement with a measurement obtained from apparatus applied to non-invasive or invasive fixator 
systems. 

Embodiments of the present invention will now be described, by way of example, with reference to the 
35 accompanying drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a side elevation of one embodiment of apparatus for measuring fracture stiffness according 
to the present Invention, in use on a tibial fracture; 
Fig. 2 is a sectional view on x-x of Rg. 1 ; 

Rg. 3 is a schematic Illustration of the angular deflection measured by the system of Rgs 1 and 2; 
40 Fig. 4 is a perspective view from one side of the goniometer of Rgs 1 and 2; 

Rg. 5 is a cross-sectional view of the goniometer of 
Rg. 4; 

Fig. 6 is a schematic illustration of a second embodiment of apparatus according to the present 
invention, in use on a tibial fracture; and. 
45 Fig. 7 is a schematic illustration of an embodiment of a clamp of apparatus according to the present 

invention, in use on an tibial fracture near the ankle. 

Referring to Rgs 1 to 7, there is shown apparatus 7 of the present invention for measuring fracture 
stiffness, fracture stiffness being Indicative of the healing of a fracture 8 and being calculated by measuring 

50 the angular deflection of the bone 9 on the fracture site 7. 

The apparatus 7 comprises a goniometer 10 which Is positionable to run vertically above the anterior 
long axis of the bone 9 having the fracture 8." It is positionable by means of spacers 1 1 , with one end of the 
goniometer 10 attached to a first spacer 11 placed axially to one side of the fracture 8 and the other end 
attached to a second spacer 1 1 ' placed axially to the other side of the fracture 8. 

55 A goniomet r 10 Is an instrument to measure angles. A goniometer is an instrument to measure angles. 
Previous prior art designs have limitations of sensitivity or are inaccurate du to changes In their length 
during flexion which alters their surface strain. A high gain goniometer has been designed on a polycar- 
bonat or other suitable beam. Strain gauges are bonded to its full length on both surfaces to maintain 
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accuracy by covering the area within which the point of rotation of the limb will probably lie. The spacers 
include a sliding element so that altering the length of the device does not of itself produce angulation. 

The electrogoniometer 10 used in the present invention, although previously l<nown. has only been used 
before in the assessment of joint function in patients and thus used generally at a range of over 90* flexion. 

5 Yet it is infinitely sensitive, is relatively stable to temperature changes and has very litti resistance to 
movement It is therefore most appropriate as a means to measure the very slight angular deflection of a 
fracture site on the application of a load, but until now it had not been realised for this application; for 
fracture stiffness measurements angulation is of 2* or less and, Importantly, over such slight angulation the 
force applied to the transducer does not change significantly. 

10 More specifically, the goniometer 10 used here comprises a thin skim 12 of steel with wires 13,13 . one 
along either side (see Rgs 4 and 5) of the skim 12 and wires 13.13' being wrapped in a protective coiled 
spring 14. The wires 13,13* act as a strain gauges, their output having a linear relationship with the 
subtended angle. If the load applied is known, the amount of bending can be measured, this angular 
deflection being representative of fracture stiffness and. hence, fracture healing. 

15 The apparatus 7 therefore includes means 15 to measure the signal from the goniometer 10, these 
means being connected to one spacer 11. 

The apparatus 7 also includes means 16 to measure the load applied and means 17 to calculate the 
angular deflection with reference to this load-applied measurement The goniometer signal measuring 
means 15 includes an amplifier 18 which connects with the calculating means 17, which Is in the fonm of a 

20 computer with printout 19 and screen display 20. 

The load measuring means 16 are in the form of bathroom scales, which in the case of a tibial fracture 
are placed distally under the heel 21 or attached to the heel-based spacer 11 of a patient and the load is 
applied proximally to the fracture at E. The load Is applied at right angles to the long axis of the bone 9 
which is placed unsupported along which of its length such that the load may be applied to the anterior and 

25 downwardly, aided by the pull of gravity and limb's 22 weight. 

On the application of a load, the fractured tibia 9 bends downwardly; the distance over which the 
goniometer 10 extends is thus decreased and the goniometer bows. The degrees of angular deflection ( 
upsilon) is calculated by knowing the distance (y) from the point load measured (F) to the fracture site 8 
(see Fig, 6). 

30 
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35 The errors between measurement have a 95% confidence limit of +/-12%. 

Comparison with AP X-ray results shows that the goniometer 10 provides accurate results. 
In the embodiment of Figs 5 and 6, the fixators are Invasive being In the form of bone screws 23. The 
spacers 11 are therefore in the form of arcuate clamps 111. clampable to the screws 23. by a screw- 
threaded tightening nut 24 and back plate 25 and being of a form to position the goniometer 10 
40 substantially parallel to the antieror long axis of the bone 9. 

The spacers 1 1 of the embodiment of Rgs 1 and 2 are for use with a non-invasive fixator system. The 
spacers 11 are in the form of orthoplast bridges 112. As the soft tissue attachment of the goniometer is a 
potential source of error in the system 7, each bridge 1 1 2 is developed with good contact with the skin that 
overlies the anterior aspect of the tibia 9, and a system of strapping 2 that uses a 3-point fixation, including 
•^5 an elastic strap 27. 

In the embodiment of Fig 7, a clamping system 210 is used. This system is particularly useful for 
fractures near the ankle wherein the normal bridge would have insufficient tibia to attach to. The clamp 21 1 
applies compression to the maileoii and this achieves good stability. 

This invention allows an objective measure to be formulated to allow comparison of patients treated 
so conservatively against those with external fixation; indeed, the former serves as the standard by which the 
latter are tested. 

The apparatus 7 is also beneficial in that it is non-invasive, painless and not stressful for the patients, as 
it requires only a few degrees of angulation. 

With such apparatus the precise measurement of an individual bone may be taken and this allows 
55 monitoring of the progress of healing for a specific patient Even small changes in stiffness can be 
considered significant and can be studied with a view to the management of aspects of treatm nt, such as 
the rate of return to full w ight-bearing. The ciincian needs such Information, as removal of splintage or 
fixators at too early a stage can lead to refracture or loss of alignment yet if allow d to remain for too long 
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the iiklihood increases of having further complications such as Increased stiffness. 

Once an objective standard Is achieved one pati nt may be compared to another and this need not be 
limited to one type of treatment, so allowing comparison of different types of treatment. 

An objective measurement will indicate complications; for example if low levels of stiffness persist. 

5 compared to a normal progress of individuals with a similar Injury, operative intervention may be indicated. 
Indeed, an objectively defined healing time can be compared to clinical parameters of healing, and used to 
analyse the many variables that affect the progress of fracture healing in patients. 

An objective standard will help predict the time to healing the certainty of prediction increasing as the 
stiffness rises. Such prediction will be useful on the individual basis as well as for comparison. 

10 The use of fracture stiffness measurement also allows an objective testing of the effect of passive cyclic 
micromovement applied in the early weeks following injury. 

The progress of fracture healing when there is only external fixators has previously been particularly 
difficult to assess. The objective stiffness measurement allows a safer decision of when to remove the 
tlxation and allow independent weight bearing. 

rs There is a particular need to compare the use of functional fixators with functional bracing for tibial 
fractures, particularly as the proposed indications for each method of management increase and overlap 
considerably in tibial fracture management. The present stiffness measuring system as an objective and 
sensitive measuring system and being applicable to invasive and non-invasive fixators, provides some of 
the answers regarding which method of treatment is appropriate in cases of tibial or other fractures. 

20 The overall accuracy of the apparatus is improved by taking the mean of several repeated tests, and 
rapid feedback from a test to aid in the indentification of en-ors. The means for carrying out such 
comparisons means includes software for a portable computer that allows a visual display of output and 
calculates the fracture stiffness and predicts the time at which the Individual fracture will heal. The software 
communicates with a database that holds data on a series of patients to allow comparison and assessment 

25 of progress. 

Further accuracy may be obtained by the use of digitised load transducer in addition to a digitised 
output to the goniometer. 

Modifications and improvements may be incorporated without departing from the scope of the invention. 

30 

Claims 

1. Apparatus for measuring fracture stiffness, said apparatus comprising a gonimeter which is positiona- 
ble to run substantially parallel to the long axis of the bone having the fracture and which has one end 

3S connected with a first spacer, placed axialiy to one side of the fracture, and the other end connected with a 
second spacer, placed axialiy to another side of the fracture, and said apparatus including means to 
measure the signal of the goniometer to obtain a measurement of angular deformation on the application of 
a load, said measurement being representative of fracture stiffness. 

2. Apparatus according to Claim 1 , wherein there are means to measure a load applied to one side of 
40 tiie fracture and calculating means to calculate angular deformation with reference to tiie load applied. 

3. Apparatus according to either Claim 1 or 2. wherein the goniometer is an electrogoniometer. 

4. Apparatus according to any one of the preceding Claims, wherein a load cell is placed distaily of the 
fracture and the load is applied proximally. 

5. Apparatus according to any one of the preceding Claims, wherein the spacers are in tfie form of 
45 arcuate clamp plates ciampabie to invasive fixators, and of a form to position the goniometer substantially 

parallel to the anterior long axis of the bone, irrespective of the position of the fixators, and to bring the 
goniometer into the same vertical plane as the fracture. 

6. Apparatus according to anyone of Claims 1 to 5, wherein the spacers are in tiie form of bridges 
moulded to fit the limb having the fracture. 

50 7. Apparatus according to Rg 6. wherein the bridges employ a system of strapping having a tiiree-polnt 
fixation including an elastic strap. 

8. Apparatus according to Claim 6 or 7, wherein for a fracture near tiie ankle bone the distal bridge 
includes clamping means. 

9. Apparatus according to any one of the preceding Claims, wherein tine means to measure the signal 
55 of the goniometer is connected with one spacer and includes an amplifier. 
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10. Apparatus according to any one of the preceding Clainis, wherein there are included means for 
comparing the measurement with a reference measurement, either a reference measurement of the same 
fracture at an earlier date or a measurement of the stiffness of the intact limb. 
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